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October 25, 2021 

 

Planning Commission  

City of Pasadena 

100 North Garfield Ave. 

Pasadena, CA 91101 

  

Re: South Fair Oaks Specific Plan 
 
The Board of Madison Heights Neighborhood Association is pleased to participate in the 

planning and shaping of the South Fair Oaks Specific Plan. This area, which is adjacent 

to our boundaries, is very important because it functions as a “blank slate” for future 

development.  

 

We take the opportunity to shape the look and feel of our city seriously, and are 

committed to getting the planning right in terms of adding additional housing, trees, 

community areas, and unique shopping destinations to this zone. Ideally this plan will 

complement and continue to support what we love about Madison Heights: walkable 

streets, tree-lined sidewalks, a friendly neighborhood community, and historic touches.  

 

As a board representing over 1700 Pasadena residents living near South Fair Oaks, we 

would like you to consider the following points to improve upon the draft you have 

presented:  

 

1) Parks, trees, and open space are imperative to creating a great neighborhood. 

As far as we can tell, there are no parks or significant open green space within 

the plan. The opportunity to use park and traffic impact fees from the future 

developments to create open green space and walkways should be seriously 

considered. While some mitigation fees can go to the General Fund, we believe 

most of the acquired resources should be spent in the immediate area to address 

quality-of-life issues. Where will children play who will live in the most dense 

buildings in the city? The space planned here is not enough and must be 



 

reconsidered.

 
 

2) The setbacks on Raymond Avenue of 0-5 ft are of considerable concern for our 

association. This minimal-to-zero setback does not allow for in-ground trees 

around the periphery of new buildings. We would like to see all setbacks 

increased to 10-15 ft including on Arroyo Parkway where you have the most 

dense and tallest building planned directly adjacent to low density 

neighborhoods. This adjustment will improve walkability, allow for in-ground tree 

plantings, and add an overall neighborhood feel, especially on the western side 

of Arroyo Parkway. By allowing for more foresting of trees, we will create an 

environmentally friendly community, add beauty and shade, and honor our 

reputation as a tree city. Setbacks must allow for mature trees to develop.  What 

is planned now doesn’t allow for true foresting of trees and will drastically alter 

the feel of our city.  Where in the plan will we see a future tree canopy develop in 

a way that represents a “Tree City” as we used to develop in years past? Please 

see the following photo for an example of setbacks and trees. 



 

 
 

3) Structure height on both sides of Arroyo Parkway at Fillmore should be zoned 

identically to the area east of Arroyo Parkway in order to avoid tall buildings 

looming over adjacent neighbors. A drastic, disjointed increase in height and 

density as currently currently drafted for Fillmore and Arroyo Parkway and would 

be damaging to the Madison Heights historic neighborhood as well as the smaller 

multi-family units to the east. Overall, substantial increases in density and 

height would be more appealing if the transition from single-family homes 

to multi-family complexes was less extreme. On a similar note, we also 

believe the FAR on western Arroyo should be 2.0, which is similar to other areas 

within the plan that are adjacent to single-family neighborhoods. 



 

 
4) We support reducing parking up to ⅓ of typical allotments especially to allow for 

in-ground tree planting around the parking periphery, but want to ensure 

residents in new developments will not be allowed to park overnight on streets in 

our district, especially along Marengo Avenue, which currently has an exception 

to accomodate for older units with no parking garages. No permanent, on-street 

parking permits should be issued to future residents of these projects. 

 

5) A walkable greenway or bikeway from Art Center to Old Pasadena would be a 

nice way to alleviate the use of cars, especially for students and younger tenants 

of these new developments.  

 
We are disappointed to learn that very few people attended the last few open houses, 

considering that the massive changes being considered with the planning of this area 

could potentially alter the shape, movement, and design of our historic city. We must 

work together to urge more residents to provide input on this high-growth, high-density 

model for the South Fair Oaks Specific Plan.  

 

Thank you,  

 
John Latta 
 

 



 

 

 

October 25, 2021 

 

Planning Commission 

City of Pasadena 

100 North Garfield Ave. 

Pasadena, CA 91101 

  

Re: South Fair Oaks Specific Plan 
 
 
The citizens of Pasadena are alarmed by the city’s current plans for development as 

outlined in the South Fair Oaks Specific Plan. This plan is designed well beyond city 

infrastructure capacities, neither enhances nor encourages a small-town feel, is not of 

an appropriate scale for the surrounding historic neighborhoods, encourages very little 

green space, and will have a devastating cumulative impact on traffic on every major 

intersection surrounding the area. Adding insult to injury, the plan intends to zone all of 

Raymond Avenue for high density, mixed-use housing, creating an incredible burden on 

our already limited city streets, parks, and resources (including police and fire). The 

proposed plan and resulting massive, densely populated projects are immeasurably  

frustrating to residents who are watching their city being altered in ways they never 

imagined.  

 

The South Fair Oaks Specific Plan zones the entirety of Raymond Ave. between Del 

Mar and Glenarm as high-density/mixed use. The intersection of Fair Oaks Avenue and 

Walnut Street is a perfect example of the effects of this type of zoning: streets are 

uncomfortable to walk along and buildings with empty storefronts and dense housing on 

top have minimal setbacks, leaving no room for substantial green plantings, lush 

parkways, or extra trees. This stretch of Walnut feels like an urban concrete jungle(see 

photo)—something Pasadena was never meant to be. To think the city wants to repeat 

this ideal on Raymond Avenue and throughout the South Fair Oaks area, adjacent to 

some of the most historic neighborhoods in Pasadena, is upsetting.  

 



 

 
 

Most frustrating of all, the South Fair Oaks Specific Plan is based on the assumption 

that our roads and intersections are currently functioning at normal levels of service, 

while anyone can plainly see they are not (or were not, before COVID shutdowns). The 

folly of this assumption is perfectly illustrated by the Transportation Impact Analysis, 

Outside CEQA Evaluation for the proposed project at 650 South Raymond, which 

projects that with the addition of this one 30,000 sq ft medical office, two turning 

movements of Glenarm and Arroyo Parkway are reduced to a F grade (fail) in Level of 

Service (LOS). This small development with its projected 845 net total trips resulted in 

significant negative effects relating to traffic. Just imagine the cumulative effects the 

South Fair Oaks Specific Plan will have, considering that it will substantially increase 

our traffic volume when completed. How will our intersections handle the increase in 

density if they are already failing? 

 

What will happen to our overburdened roads and failing intersections when thousands 

of new residential units and businesses are added in accordance with this new specific 

plan? It is not enough to hope and assume everyone will walk or take the Metro. Metro 

ridership was down even before COVID kept all of us home. If the city is truly interested 



 

in reducing traffic from all of these new projects that are causing our intersections to fail, 

then traffic measurements, conditions for approval and thoughtful mitigations must be 

reconsidered and recalibrated in order to keep our streets safe and moving for all 

modes of transportation.  

 

I am confident that Pasadenans are not willing to let their city become a carbon copy of 

the Westside, and yet I question whether or not the truth of this plan is clear to most 

residents: The current specific plan for South Fair Oaks will create a massive concrete 

housing district with zero thought to the neighboring areas. If we can see past the 

“planner’s talk” of the supposed lush sidewalks and green paseos, it’s obvious that the 

real consequences of such substantial population growth within a small section of our 

city will absolutely degrade our quality of life and the feel of our historic neighborhoods. 

Land Use regulations were meant to help neighborhoods evolve without sacrificing 

unique characteristics or charm. That is not happening here.  

 

How do the adjacent neighborhoods of Madison Heights and West Pasadena, which are 

only one block away on either side, fit in with such massive buildings? These two 

neighborhoods, full of historic single- and multi-family homes, would have been a 

valuable source of context for this plan. These neighborhoods are thriving and beautiful, 

a representation of what Pasadena used to look like. And yet these historic homes will 

now have to blend with massive concrete edifices you’re branding as a “transit hub” 

along Arroyo Parkway and Raymond. 

 
 



 

Overall, the buildings in the South Fair Oaks Specific Plan are already too tall, too 

dense, and lacking the proper setbacks that make a neighborhood feel inviting and 

healthy. Let’s not forget that the issues of density and traffic will only be compounded 

once developers take advantage of the state density bonus (which is unaccounted for in 

the specific plan). In light of all we are learning now about the risks of high-density 

living, long-term exposure to poor air quality, and the relationship between building to 

the urban edge and the urban heat island index, I believe the citizens of Pasadena 

should be alarmed by the city’s current plans for development in this area. We need to 

ensure we shape the future of our city with trees in mind like we obviously did in the 

past.  Trees are what differentiate us from Burbank and Glendale, especially now.  I 

personally don’t see how this current draft supports a tree ideal as seen in the photo 

below.  

 

 

 



 

I am also disappointed there were only 20 people at the last open house, considering 

the city is planning to change the shape and design of our historic city with this massive 

plan. It is unfathomable that more residents throughout our entire city have not provided 

input on such an incredible high-growth, pro-housing model for the South Fair Oaks 

Specific Plan. I am confident residents in our city would be more in favor of a less dense 

and more green plan even near transit oriented districts.  Everyone deserves a tree, 

greenery and a space to breathe.   

 

Thank you,  

 

Erika Foy 

 

 
 

 
 

 



 
 

October 25, 2021 

Planning Commission 
100 North Garfield Ave. 
Pasadena, CA 91101 
    
Re: South Fair Oaks Specific Plan 
 
Dear members of the Planning Commission: 
 

We have reviewed the proposed Specific Plan for South Fair Oaks, and we believe that there are 
several areas that deserve careful reconsideration and analysis.   More specifically, we urge you to make 
changes to the allowable scale and size of future developments, to study and mitigate the impacts the 
coming development will have on our infrastructure, and to dramatically increase the allocated green spaces 
throughout South Fair Oaks. 

 
As permitted under this proposed Specific Plan, the allowable height and scale of new development 

could create concrete canyons of tall buildings.  This would be completely out of character for Pasadena.  The 
Specific Plan allows for little to no setbacks from the streets, no shade is required for the sidewalks, and the 
resulting neighborhood landscape would look more like the downtown of a larger, more urban city.  This 
would be a far cry from what we have come to love about Pasadena.  We appreciate the modulating building 
façades and the stepped back top floors to create interest and try to limit the imposing feeling of these 
buildings.  The result, however, still will be imposing and massive buildings.  We already have seen the 
impacts these types of buildings have on our streets and neighborhoods, and we should avoid adding to their 
number.  Buildings smaller in scale and set back from the street would still meet our goals of increased 
housing and commercial space yet would protect and enhance the livability and walkability of the area.  
Additionally, when considering larger, denser developments, we urge the city to require developers to 
provide for green spaces – in front, along the sides, in open areas for residents, on the rooftops, and possibly 
on balconies on buildings that are stepped back from the lower floors.   

 
Moreover, we urge the city to examine the zoning in the area and to consider areas in which density 

limits should be adjusted.  To the extent that housing will be allowed in any of the areas covered by the Fair 
Oaks Specific Plan, developers could use state density bonus laws and build far outside what our plan calls 
for.  The maximum allowable height in areas that allow residential buildings should take state density bonus 
into account.  We understand that this will require the city change the density allocation in other areas of 
Pasadena.  We believe that the areas located in the transit districts should be areas to consider.   

 
We ask the city to keep setbacks in place, and to consider increasing them throughout the district.  

This would allow for walking, pedestrian ingress and egress from businesses, and would provide space for 



meaningful green spaces and green parkways.  The setbacks should be large enough to allow for large, full-
sized trees in between the buildings as well.  Ideally, this would be a standard throughout Pasadena.  The full-
size trees, as opposed to small trees in planter boxes, would reduce the heat index and would promote 
walking.  To meet this goal, garages and parking lots should also be included in the setback requirements, and 
underground parking should be discouraged.  Underground parking garages are costly and will negatively 
impact the green spaces above them.  The reduced parking, coupled with setbacks and ample shaded 
sidewalks, would help Pasadena meet its goal of becoming a more pedestrian friendly city.  

 
We do not see a discussion about how the impact of all this development on Pasadena’s 

infrastructure will be mitigated.  This plan calls for a lot of high-density, mixed-use housing.  That will have a 
dramatic impact on all our infrastructure – including traffic, water, police, and fire.  Some impacts cannot be 
avoided, that will come with growth.  But the parameters of the proposed developments in the Specific Plan 
should be carefully reviewed and studied so that the negative impacts can be mitigated.  Of special interest, 
we are concerned about the impact all this development will have on traffic.  How is the extra traffic being 
mitigated in the South Fair Oaks area and throughout Pasadena?  Traffic mitigation is an important element 
that will have ripple effects on all the streets in Pasadena, not just in the South Fair Oaks district.  It’s critical 
that we avoid adding stress to our already over-stressed streets.  Furthermore, the impact on our city’s water 
cannot be ignored.  All developments should be required to complete a water study so that city officials and 
the community can understand the real impact the development will have on our water supply and water 
infrastructure.  What is the plan for a fire station for this area?  For additional police support? 
 

Finally, we were disappointed to see so little green space being added or protected along the 
parkways.  We have lost so much of our green space and so many of our protected trees through 
development over the last several years.  Our tree canopy and green spaces are part of the wonderful and 
defining characteristics of Pasadena.  We are proud of our gardens, mature trees, shady sidewalks and 
walkability.  In fact, the photos and drawings in the examples shown throughout the Specific Plan depict lots 
of green trees and gardens and planted areas.  That is what makes the photos and drawings appealing.  But 
with only 30% green space allocated along the streets, it is going to look very different than what is 
advertised.  We should not miss an opportunity to start to build back what we have lost, and to ensure that 
Pasadena stays green.  Not only do we need to steadfastly protect the trees and green space that we have, 
but we also must continue to find ways to supplement those spaces for everyone.  Adding more trees and 
sidewalk gardens to the parkways is an easy way to do that.   We believe that the 60% minimum parkway 
requirement would still allow for driveways and other amenities and utilities while providing much needed 
shade and green space to the streets.   In the interest of protecting and increasing our green spaces, and in 
ensuring the livability of the area, we urge the city to dedicate an open green space, such as a park.  Also, we 
urge the city to install a bike way/walkway from the Art Center to Old Pasadena, as suggested by MHNA and 
WPRA.   
 
Thank you,  
 
Megan Foker 
On behalf of Livable Pasadena 
 



October 25, 2021 

Planning Commission 
City of Pasadena 
100 North Garfield Ave. 
Pasadena, CA 91101 
  
Re: South Fair Oaks Specific Plan 

Protect Pasadena Trees is an organization which works to maintain and encourage a healthy 
tree canopy within Pasadena boundaries.  It is imperative we ensure that the city we pass down 
to our children isn't made of just parking lots and concrete developments as we grow to provide 
more housing. The DRAFT South Oaks Specific Plan is very concerning to our organization 
because there are areas within the plan where setbacks are set at zero along Raymond which 
does not allow for in-ground tree planting anywhere around the periphery of the development.   

Our new specific plan must adopt more stringent policies on tree planting and protection both on 
public and private property, including the following:  

- We should not allow subterranean garages from going lot line to lot line, destroying all 
trees on the property; 

- We must require planting of large trees between building lot lines to create an urban 
canopy within dense urban areas;  

- Street setbacks in Map 6.2-1 need to be changed to encourage the integration of trees 
into new development plans and the city must show demonstrated effort in encouraging 
the developer to design with trees in mind. It is concerning areas adjacent to single 
family homes of Madison Heights would be directly abutting such drastic concrete 
canyons of developments.   

It is up to city staff and council to protect us from development that contradicts this fundamental 
imperative. While our city does have some tree ideals in place, it is clear they are not enough 
and especially in the South Fair Oaks Specific Plan. The city needs to take a stronger stance on 
creating the ideal of having mature trees in our urban center. We must create a city that has 
strong urban forestry efforts with dense vegetation and a beautiful urban canopy. We need to 
band together and insist on stronger and more stringent steps towards maintaining our urban 
canopy. 

Aside from diminishing the beauty of the city’s streetscape by requiring zero setbacks,  
maintaining mature trees has the practical and effect of reducing the heat island effect, which 
occurs in cities with an excess of concrete and a shortage of vegetation. Many communities are 
now taking steps to reduce urban heat islands through policy initiatives which include stronger 
tree and landscape ordinances, comprehensive plans and design guidelines protecting trees, 
and zoning codes which provide enough perimeter around new buildings to plant trees in order 
to create canopies. If we don’t follow suit, we are putting at risk the trees that provide the 
evaporative cooling needed to keep our urban heat island index low. We have all experienced 



the high temperature and pollution of those hot summer days in our city, and the removal of 
trees has been a major contributor. The current solution adopted by developers, potted plants 
on concrete, will never provide protection from growing urban heat islands the way a mature 
canopy of trees will.  

Pasadena has been purposefully developing a tree canopy since 1855, when trees were first 
planted along city streets. Since the city is in the midst of revising all of the Specific Plans,  we 
as citizens need to question this policy of urban edge development as it relates to our tree 
canopy. We have an opportunity to voice our concerns and shape the guidelines that will affect 
our city for decades.  All future big development coming to our city must take our tree canopy 
into consideration. It is the city’s duty to protect its current residents from development that 
might hinder the livability of our city which includes a healthy environment.  

Thank you,  

Frances Morrison on behalf of Protect Pasadena Trees  
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